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…any one of my Creatures, my thoughts, is with the Sunne, and beyond the Sunne, overtakes the 
Sunne, and overgoes the Sunne in one pace, one steppe, everywhere.1 
 
The figure of the sun recurs consistently throughout John Donne’s poetry: it is mentioned 
in forty-four poems within The Complete English Poems of John Donne. These references differ 
vastly from poem to poem; in some cases the sun exists purely as a comparative tool for beauty 
or distance, whereas in others the sun is something to be challenged. To read into Donne’s 
varying suns requires a holistic approach, balancing astronomy, theology, and myth in one hand. 
His sun is sometimes informed by these three discourses at once, though not without tension. 
During the period in which Donne wrote, from the 1590s to around 1617,2 commonplace 
understanding of astronomy began its rocky shift from geocentrism to heliocentrism. Copernican 
astronomy of the time, referred to then as “The New Philosophy,” challenged the established 
Catholic understanding of the sun by dislodging the sun from a human-oriented orbit. The Bible, 
as prominent clerics of the time interpreted it, had placed the sun under the thumb of God, 
rendering it as a light-bringer whose purpose was wholly centered on mankind.3 Biblically, the 
sun expresses God’s will, and any inconsistency in its light becomes attributed to divine 
intervention.4 Contrarily, Copernicus showed the sun’s independence from Earth, and thus pulled 
the sun’s attention away from Earth and muddled its subservient contract with mankind. New 
considerations of the sun’s behavior and location disrupted the stability of the Biblical 
interpretations, requiring a recalibration in understanding the sun. The two discourses are not 
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necessarily incompatible, though the tensions between the two establish a contentious milieu for 
Donne to explore. In combining this astronomical-Biblical tension with the emotional, 
manipulative, and unreliable sun of mythology, Donne explores the consequences of a 
personified sun that is unreliable, false, or sneaky. He puzzles out what happens when the sun 
can no longer be relied upon, when the sun fails, when it is disoriented or depressed. The rigor of 
contention between the two discourses provides the friction that heats Donne’s engagement with 
his multifarious sun.  
The discordant comingling between Biblical understanding of the sun and The New 
Philosophy comes to fruition in Ignatius his Conclave (1611), a work of Donne’s in which he 
satirizes the induction of several men into hell, one of which is Copernicus. In Ignatius his 
Conclave, the character of Copernicus is semi-villainized, unseating Ptolemy with academic 
arrogance.5 This haughtiness is not consistent with Copernicus’ gentle discrediting of Ptolemy 
and other astronomer-philosophers, which he handles delicately in the preface to De 
Revolutionibus.6 Copernicus’ caricature scarcely respects Lucifer as he braggartly bangs on the 
doors of hell, demanding to be let in: “Are these shut against me, / to whom all the Heavens were 
ever open, who was a Soule to / the Earth, and gave it motion?”7 Caricature-Copernicus assigns 
himself authority over the Earth such that he motivates its movements and acts as a vital part of 
Earth’s consciousness. This power of movement and relocation fascinated Donne, and many of 
his poems contemplate the earthly consequences of a dislocated or degraded sun.8 Cardinal 
Nicholas Schönberg describes this phenomenon in a letter to Copernicus that precedes the 
                                               
5 John Donne, Ignatius his Conclave (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 13, line 16. 
https://www.oxfordscholarlyeditions.com/view/10.1093/actrade/9780198124054.book.1/actrade-9780198124054-
div1-9?r-1=1.000&wm-1=1&t-1=contents-tab&p1-1=1&w1-1=1.000&p2-1=1&w2-1=0.375&p3-1=1&w3-1=0.250.  
6 Copernicus, De Revolutionibus Orbium Cœlestium (Warsaw: Polish Scientific Publications, 1978), p. 5-9. 
7 Donne, Ignatius his Conclave, p. 13, lines 18-21.  
8 See “An Anatomy of the World” and “To the Countess of Bedford (T’have written then)” in Section IV.  
3 
preface in De Revolutionibus: “you maintain that the earth moves; that the sun occupies the 
lowest, and thus the central, place in the universe; that the eighth heaven remains perpetually 
motionless and fixed…”9 Donne echoes Schönberg’s sentiment in Ignatius, with caricature-
Copernicus declaring  
I am he, which pitying thee who wert thrust into the Center of  
the world, raysed both thee, and thy prison, the Earth, up into  
the Heavens; so as by my meanes God doth not enjoy his  
revenge upon thee. The Sunne, which was an officious spy, and  
a betrayer of faults, and so thine enemy, I have appointed to go  
into the lowest part of the world.10 
In moving the sun and the earth, Copernicus changes God’s breadth of authority.11 As Dennis 
Danielson puts it, Copernicus has “relegate[d] the Sun to the cosmic basement,”12 a move so 
discomforting that caricature-Copernicus seems to think it merits him entrance to hell. 
Donne’s fictional Copernicus’ names himself “almost a new Creator” because of his 
ability to turn the frame of the world.13 As the blasphemies grow, the doors to hell remain shut. 
The scholar John Carey suggests that “Donne’s Ignatius concedes, when he addresses 
Copernicus, the probable correctness of his theories…and adds that they are unoriginal anyway 
since the idea of a heliocentric universe has been put forward (as indeed it had) by several 
ancient astronomers.”14 Donne’s Ignatius points out that these ideas have really changed nothing 
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at all: “do they not live just as they did before?”15 In this coy consideration of Copernican 
influence, Donne’s interest in the theoretical implications of heliocentrism reveals itself: 
“Whether he seriously shared these anti-Copernican objections, we can’t tell, and it’s the wrong 
sort of question to ask.”16 He does not concern himself with the viability of the New Philosophy, 
but relishes the exploration of the possible ripple-effects of shifting the frame of the world.17 
Not all of Donne’s sun-poems comment on the recalibration and balancing act of the 
Biblical sun and the New Philosophy. In a handful of his poems he personifies the sun, making 
the sun into a sexual deviant: unreliable, jealous, lurking. He borrows heavily from Ovid, such 
that at times it seems that the characters in his poems remember the tales of Metamorphoses and 
act upon this memory. When he follows Biblical representations of the sun, his sun expresses 
itself thoughtlessly; all actions are done on the will of God––the sun is but a tool. The Biblical 
tool-sun is often constant (though not always) and it provides something of a template for what 
to expect from the sun. This template is disordered when marinating with mythology or 
astronomy: it then becomes an actant sun, one that is capable of thought and action.  
This paper will begin with a Biblical foundation which will parse out the sun’s 
complexities and purposes as described by the Bible and various influential theologians that 
preceded or were contemporaries to Donne. The second section will explore the development of 
astronomical ideas about the sun and include analysis on the tension between the church and the 
New Philosophy. From there I will then explain mythological understanding of the sun and 
mythologies concerning the sun. Then I will analyze several of Donne’s poems and the way that 
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they blend these three discourses, in order to parse out the complex representations of the sun in 
his poems. The sun in his poems is sometimes inconsistent, sometimes God-like, and, most 
blithely, personified and villainized. Donne’s sun is a flawed one; a sun that man might curse at, 
compete with, or altogether replace.  
 
Section I: Biblical Understanding of the Sun 
When God creates the earth in the Book of Genesis, his first move in crystallizing the 
“formless void and darkness” is by bringing light into the world.18 He then separates light from 
darkness: “and God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night.”19 Moses’s 
description of these events neglects to name the light that God creates, referring to it as the sun 
for the first time significantly later on.20 John Calvin, a renowned theologian and key Protestant 
reformer, suggests that the order of creation denotes God’s power over the sun:   
The sun and moon supply us with light: And, according to our notions we so include this 
power to give light in them, that if they were taken away from the world, it would seem 
impossible for any light to remain. Therefore, the Lord, by the very order of the creation, 
bears witness that he holds in his hand the light, which he is able to impart to us without 
the sun and moon.21  
The light from the sun ultimately comes from God, and though it stands on its own post-creation, 
its source was and always will be God’s fingertips. John Calvin, again focusing on order, 
suggests that Moses’ relation of God’s creation of the world acts as a careful assertion of His 
power and singularity:  
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… it did not happen fortuitously, that herbs and trees were created before the sun and 
moon. We now see, indeed, that the earth is quickened by the sun to cause it to bring 
forth its fruits; nor was God ignorant of this law of nature, which he has since ordained: 
but in order that we might learn to refer all things to him he did not then make use of the 
sun or moon.22  
The sun’s light is something of a superfluous appendage to God that makes His job easier. 
Through the sun, God provides light and warmth to the world, which allows plants to grow and 
people to survive. Calvin suggests that any complication of the sun’s purpose––such as the idea 
that the sun creates time––is a result of man’s grasp for meaning and regulation.23  
Psalm 19:7 describes the structural perfection of the sun’s routine, demonstrating the care 
with which God has made the sun’s path: 
In the heavens God has pitched a tent for the sun. It is like a bridegroom coming out of 
his chamber, like a champion rejoicing to run his course. It rises at one end of the 
heavens and makes its circuit to the other; nothing is deprived of its warmth. The law of 
the Lord is perfect[.]24 
With the perfect “law of the Lord” guiding the sun, any inconsistency in the sun’s consistent 
pattern of rising and setting can be interpreted as direct intervention from God. Calvin compares 
the function of the sun as a servant of God to Plato’s assignment of reason to celestial bodies: 
“God governs the days and nights by the ministry of the sun and moon, because he has them as 
his charioteers to convey light suited to the season.”25  The smudging between discourses reveals 
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itself here with Calvin’s use of mythological imagery to paint the image of the sun pulling light 
across the sky.  
Despite the consistency that God has given the sun, God has the power to disrupt the 
sun’s rhythms, to obstruct or manipulate its light for His purposes. Dennis Danielson reiterates 
Calvin’s interpretation that God governs the days by the service of the sun26 in stating that 
“biblically and in the exegetical tradition, the Sun occupies a God-given place or role of honor––
but one that is properly subservient.”27 The sun will redirect its light if directed to by God, as in 
Joshua 10:1-15 when the sun stands still and “did not hurry to set for about a whole day” to help 
the Lord in His fight for Israel.28 A line in Ezekiel mentions that, among other forms of 
punishment, God will cover the sun with dark clouds in condemnation of the Pharaoh of Egypt’s 
greed and destruction.29 God will also block out the sun in order to initiate a period of mourning, 
a darkness to match His somberness.30 In the Gospel of Matthew, an eclipse is prophesied as a 
sign of the return of Christ:  
Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon 
will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens 
will be shaken. Then will appear in heaven the sign of the Son of Man, and then all the 
tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of 
heaven with power and great glory.31  
The image is akin to lights dimming and the curtain pulling back on a stage, the spotlight on the 
true sun/son, Jesus. The sun exists in part as an expression of God’s relationship to humanity. 
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God has set up the constancy of the sun so thoroughly that a change in the constancy denotes 
intervention from God: His creation does not make mistakes and thus any flaw has a purpose. 
These purposes however are intentionally untraversed as certain theologians, including John 
Calvin, warn against the overinterpretation of God’s signs: “Because Moses declares that the sun 
and moon were appointed for signs, they think themselves entitled to elicit from them anything 
they please. But confutation is easy: for they are called signs of certain things, not signs to 
denote whatever is according to our fancy.”32 Too scrupulous an investigation into these signs 
distracts from the brilliance of God’s creation. Calvin pushes for admiration over inquiry.33  
 In narrating the crucifixion of Christ, some of the Gospels reference a three-hour eclipse 
in response to his death. The first mention of the sun eclipsing in mourning occurs in the New 
Testament’s Gospel of Mark. Christ is pinned up to the cross, and “at noon, darkness came over 
the whole land until three in the afternoon.”34 The Gospel of Luke says more of the same, but 
with the additional phrase “for the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in 
two.”35 Donne recreates this moment in his poem “Resurrection, imperfect,” which will be 
discussed in Section IV. The sun expresses the new paradigm ushered in by Jesus’ death.  
 St. Augustine, a fourth-century philosopher who Donne frequently draws from, writes 
about the crucifixion of Christ:  
During the Savior’s passion, the sun refused to shine, day fled, the darkness grew deeper 
and deeper, night unfurled its hideous inky curtain over the entire face of the earth, the 
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stars bewailed this atrocious parricide, the moon joined the sun in mourning, and all of 
nature was appalled at the cruelty of the Jews.36 
St. Augustine personifies the sun: it does not simply stop shining, but refuses to shine. 
Personification of the sun here smudges the lines between mythology and Catholic theology; 
they are not mutually exclusive.  
Both the Old and New Testaments address potential idolization of the sun. In Ezekiel 8, 
titled in the English Standard Version of the Bible as “Abominations in the Temple,” idolization 
of the sun is outright reprimanded by God after He shows Ezekiel “about twenty-five men, with 
their backs to the temple of the LORD, and their faces toward the east, worshiping the sun 
toward the east.”37 These men have begun to treat God’s expression as God himself and thus are 
deemed sinners. Since the sun expresses God’s relation to humanity, worship of the sun mistakes 
the creation for the Creator and violates the Biblical taboo against idolatry. The New Testament 
frequently emphasizes God’s puppeteering of the sun, which reinforces God’s ever-present 
involvement in the sun’s behavior. Calvin emphasizes God’s command over the sun in saying 
that “light was before dispersed, but now proceeds from lucid bodies; which in serving this 
purpose, obey the command of God.”38 This emphasis on God’s omnipotence “seems to have 
informed biblical theology right from its beginnings – also in connection with astronomical 
phenomena.”39 The celestial world is God’s creation, but unlike humans, who have will and can 
deviate from God’s desires,40 the celestial bodies express his will perfectly and therefore serve as 
messengers from God to mankind.  
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It is implied that the glory of God alone can light the world, that the post-Apocalyptic 
New Jerusalem “has no need of sun” because it has God.41 God’s omnipotence, as Calvin says, 
“acts through the creatures, not as if he needed external help, but because it was his pleasure.”42 
“Creature” here does not mean “animal” in the modern sense, but follows more closely with The 
Online Etymology Dictionary definition of: “anything created.”43 John Carey in his book John 
Donne: Life, Mind, and Art, relates this dependency on God’s intervention to Donne’s interest in 
decay: “Created nature did not, in his view, remain in being by itself. It required an unremitting 
effort on God’s part to keep it where it was. If God took his mind off it for a moment, 
nothingness would engulf it.”44 The potential descent into oblivion that could arise from a 
straying sun appears in several of Donne’s poems, which will be discussed in Section IV.  
In the preceding, I have carefully avoided the use of the word ‘sign,’ choosing instead to 
see the sun as the expression of God’s will. This choice follows John Calvin’s analyses, which 
discourage this desire to interpret the sun’s inconsistencies as signs. He calls to attention the 
slipperiness of assigning meaning to the sun’s intricacies, as this assumes that one might also 
understand the motives of God.45 Ambrose, a church father and theologian, likewise warns: 
Do not…without due consideration put your trust in the sun. It is true that it is the eye of 
the world, the joy of the day, the beauty of the heavens, the charm of nature and the most 
conspicuous object in creation. When you behold it, reflect on its Author. When you 
admire it, give praise to its Creator.46 
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With all of its magnificence, the sun must not receive the veneration that God deserves as its 
creator. The choice to use the word “trust” indicates a hesitation to rely on the sun as a holy 
entity of its own design. The sun is the expression of God’s relation to mankind, so that it 
remains constant throughout stable periods and acts wacky when God wills it to. The sun may 
act as an arm of God, but it itself is not God, and to venerate the sun rather than God is to thank 
the flour for the baker’s bread.  
 
Section II: The New Philosophy 
 
And new philosophy calls all in doubt, 
The element of fire is quite put out, 
The sun is lost, and th'earth, and no man's wit 
Can well direct him where to look for it.47 
 
 Donne’s engagement with the New Philosophy varies throughout his prose and poems. 
He does not consistently take sides but rather suspends his disbelief, allowing space for himself 
to formulate different arguments on the matter depending on the mood of the poem. Scholars 
John Carey and Charles M. Coffin provide nuanced interpretations of the advent of Copernican 
theory and Donne’s engagement with it. Carey posits that Donne’s interest in astronomy lay in 
the intriguing dichotomy of thought rather than in the truth of either side: 
The fact is, he did not care whether the new theories were true or not, so long as they 
supplied material for his speculation. He wanted to feel free to entertain or dismiss them, 
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and to play them off against his existing patterns of thought, as mood or occasion 
prompted. They were grist to his mill, whether he denounced them or drew on them for 
images.48 
Astronomical discourse of the seventeenth century supplied Donne with complex and polarizing 
camps of thought into which to dip. The increasingly public debates over heliocentric theory 
created tension among theologians, astronomers, and even laymen. Though Copernicus was not 
the first to introduce heliocentric theory, he was vital in presenting the theory to a more public 
sphere with the publication of De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (On the Revolutions of the 
Heavenly Spheres).49 At first, however, Copernicus’ theory was not widely accepted. It was not 
until the theory was picked up and expanded upon by later astronomers, Johannes Kepler and 
Galileo, that it became a public and cross-disciplinary debate.50  
 Astronomical understanding leading up to the late sixteenth century had remained 
consistent for centuries. Though some ancient philosophers supposed that the earth moved 
(Cicero and Hicetas, to name a few), the dominant theory for centuries was geocentric––that the 
earth stood still with the sun in its orbit.51 A tendency towards spherical interpretations of the 
heavens lead astronomers to suppose that the orbit of sun and other planets moved along 
perfectly spherical axes.52 Stillman Drake, author of Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo, 
defines the understanding of heavenly bodies before the seventeenth century thus: “heavenly 
bodies were not regarded as physical objects made of ordinary matter. They were supposed 
instead to consist of some superior kind of substance free from all change” (Drake & Galileo 11). 
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Theologians saw the heavenly bodies as “created especially for the use and service of man, and 
that man was the subject of God’s principle care and concern” (Drake & Galileo 12). There was 
a heavy focus on “perfect geometrical roundness of the heavenly bodies, and of the spheres in 
which they moved,” a notion put forward by Aristotle that foregrounded the “Christian belief in 
the metaphysical perfection of the celestial regions.”53 Celestial understanding acted as a 
confirmation of their beliefs––much of their understanding of the heavens was informed by 
Biblical interpretations, and therefore challenge of celestial structure was, for some, a challenge 
to the Bible itself.  
In 150 A.D. Ptolemy began to question the notion that the planets orbited the earth in 
perfect circles (Drake & Galileo 11). Ptolemy observed that the planets could, “from time to 
time… slow down, stop, and temporarily reverse their motion among the fixed stars” (Drake & 
Galileo 12). Ptolemy’s solution included the introduction of various devices to explain away 
inconsistent orbital patterns:  
First, the centers of the planetary orbits were placed at some distance from the center of 
the earth, and such orbits were called eccentric. Second, most planets were given small 
circular orbits around centers which moved in large circles around the earth, and these 
smaller circles were called epicycles. (Drake & Galileo 11) 
This insistence on using circles to determine the movements of heavenly bodies reveals the 
intense resistance to consider the heavens as unharmonious. His commitment to circularity 
resulted in diagrams akin to spin art: a tangle of linked and overlaid circles that are indistinct 
from one another. Galileo would later reference these attempts to apply harmony to the heavens 
thus:  
                                               
53 Carey, John Donne: Life, Mind, and Art, p. 251. 
14 
I see many organists wearing themselves out trying vainly to get the whole thing into 
perfect harmony. Vainly, because they leave (or rather preserve) three or four of the 
principle reeds in discord, making it quite impossible for the others to respond in perfect 
tune. (Drake & Galileo 103) 
Ptolemy’s attempts at preserving harmony led to increasingly complicated astronomical 
calculations as more celestial observations accumulated over time (Drake & Galileo 12). Despite 
this ever-tangling method of mapping the skies, the push towards harmony remained a staple of 
astronomy for over a thousand years.  
Copernicus published De Revolutionibus with hesitancy, knowing that it would face 
heavy criticism and doubt: “Therefore I debated with myself for a long time whether to publish 
the volume which I wrote to prove the earth’s motion or rather to follow the example of the 
Pythagoreans and certain others, who used to transmit philosophy’s secrets only to kinsmen and 
friends.”54 Copernicus criticizes the practice of distributing “philosophy’s secrets” only to peers 
as a cowardly mode of self-preservation and deems them “reluctant to exert themselves 
vigorously in any literary pursuit unless it is lucrative.”55 Copernicus’ awareness of the imminent 
public distaste for his theories was likely informed by the theological-astronomical bond and the 
structure of geocentric astronomy as a pedagogical tool to demonstrate God’s organized creation.  
Copernicus found that contemporary astronomical understanding was made up of a 
jumble of various philosophies brought together into an incoherent whole.56 It “was just like 
someone taking from various places hands, feet, a head, and other pieces, very well depicted, it 
may be, but not for the representation of a single person; since these fragments would not belong 
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to one another at all, a monster rather than a man would be put together from them.”57 To 
Copernicus, the aim of maintaining harmony in the heavens had created a false harmony––a 
monstrous misunderstanding of the celestial world. Donne’s sun poetry sometimes experiments 
with this idea of false harmony, especially in terms of the philosophical changes that occur when 
the harmonious breaks down. As Copernicus waded through the false-fitting jigsaw of 
astronomy, he set about “to read the writings of all the ancient philosophers that he could get 
hold of in order to find out where in the course of the history of the theory of the universe the 
error––for error he thought there must be––had slipped in to confuse the scheme.”58 Deriving 
from the ancients the possible mobility of the earth, Copernicus began his research. With the 
support of the cardinal of Capua, Nicholas Schönberg, and Tiedemann Giese, bishop of 
Chelmno, he published his life’s work.59 Although astronomy posed a threat to celestial 
understanding in the church, some theologians supported Copernicus and his research. John 
Calvin, whose Commentary on Genesis was written in 1578 (35 years after the publication of De 
Revolutionibus), spoke in support of astronomers’ investigations despite his misgivings about 
over-interpretation of the sun’s inconsistencies:  
Here lies the difference; Moses wrote in a popular style things, which, without 
instruction, all ordinary persona, endued with common sense are able to understand; but 
astronomers investigate with great labour whatever the sagacity of the human mind can 
comprehend. Nevertheless, this study is not to be reprobated, nor this science to be 
condemned, because some frantic persons are wont boldly to reject whatever is unknown 
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to them. For astronomy is not only pleasant, but also very useful to be known: it cannot 
be denied that this art unfolds the admirable wisdom of God.60 
Understanding the heavens more clearly could mean a closer understanding of God––the 
recalibration of celestial understanding was not wholly incompatible with the church.  
Initially, Copernicus’ theory did not receive widespread discussion or serious 
consideration. According to Coffin, it “passed through the earlier phase of existence with little 
opposition….Only, in fact, when it was thought that Copernicus had meant his demonstration to 
apply to the physical nature of things was he the subject of serious attack.”61 Copernicus 
proposed a “swapping” of the earth and the sun, fixing the sun at the center of the universe, with 
the earth in orbit along with the planets (Drake & Galileo 12). This would in many ways simplify 
the ever-complicating mathematics behind the Ptolemaic model, by revealing a new way to look 
at the heavens. For laymen and astronomers alike, the idea of the earth as unfixed caused much 
skepticism. Coffin describes the physical confusion of heliocentrism: “it was thought that if the 
earth moved, trees would be torn up from the roots by the violence of the centrifugal force; 
heavy objects dropped from a height would not fall perpendicularly to the place beneath…”62 
Theologians found additional issues with the Copernican swap of earth and sun––it threatened to 
challenge biblical understanding of the sun and its relation to God (Drake and Coffin 12). 
According to Dennis Danielson, exchanging the places of the sun and earth was akin to taking 
the sun from a place of reverence and tossing it into “the excrementary and filthy parts of the 
lower world.”63 Copernicus, aware of the controversy of his claims, “anticipated the charge that 
he was relegating the Sun to the cosmic basement and he therefore took pains, rhetorically, to 
                                               
60 Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, p. 86.  
61 Ibid., p. 73-74. Coffin, John Donne and the New Philosophy, p. 74. 
62 Coffin, John Donne and the New Philosophy, p. 78. 
63 Danielson, Paradise Lost and the Cosmological Revolution, p. 131. 
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renovate the basement.”64 Copernicus’ delicate introduction to De Revolutionibus demonstrates 
the care with which he presented his arguments in order for his book to be read and not rejected.    
Galileo was instrumental in expanding upon the New Philosophy and bringing 
Copernican theory into the public eye. In 1610 he published The Starry Messenger, an account of 
his discoveries, “revealing great, unusual, and remarkable spectacles, opening these to the 
consideration of every man, and especially of philosophers and astronomers” (Drake & Galileo 
21). He published his astronomical findings in Italian rather than following the academic 
tradition of publishing research in Latin (Drake & Galileo 2). This decision was a part of his 
effort to make his research accessible to laymen, so that his discoveries could not be stifled by 
theological misgivings among the elite (Drake & Galileo 2). Though he was not “the first to 
apply the telescope to celestial objects… [he] was certainly the first to publish the results of that 
momentous event” (Drake & Galileo 18). 
 The use of the telescope allowed Galileo to confirm Copernicus’ heliocentric theory. His 
telescopic research also resulted in the discovery of two imperfections of the sun: that the sun, 
though fixed, rotated around itself, and that there were dark spots on the surface of the sun 
(Drake & Galileo 136). These imperfections he named “sunspots” because they looked like black 
splotches (Drake & Galileo 92). Stillman Drake speaks to the threat that Galileo’s Letters on 
Sunspots posed to the contemporary philosophy of the time:  
If blemishes could appear and disappear on the face of the sun itself, the incorruptibility 
and inalterability of the heavenly bodies was destroyed. To avoid such unthinkable 
consequences, Scheiner accounted for sunspots by assuming a number of small planets to 
revolve about (or beneath) the sun and to obstruct our vision. Galileo, untroubled by the 
                                               
64 Ibid. 
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philosophical scruples of his opponents, placed the spots right on the surface of the sun, 
or at least no farther from it than clouds are from the earth. (Drake & Galileo 83) 
These newly identified imperfections of the sun made all heavenly understanding topsy turvy––
the stability and reliability of the heavenly bodies put into question. Galileo saw outright denial 
of his findings to be its own blasphemy: “Nature, deaf to our entreaties, will not alter or change 
the course of her effects; and those things that we are here trying to investigate have not just 
occurred once and then vanished, but have always proceeded and will always proceed in the 
same style” (Drake & Galileo 136). To him, new knowledge that contradicted theological beliefs 
did not have to challenge theology itself, but could act as a movement towards a deeper 
understanding of theology.  
 In the Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina, Galileo thoroughly denounces censorship 
of scientific discourse in what Stillman Drake calls the “most carefully considered expression of 
his opinions on the proper relation of science to religion” (Drake & Galileo 145). The immediate 
dismissal of new and challenging celestial observations struck Galileo as a “fatal error” (Drake & 
Galileo 145). Galileo saw this dismissal as a sign of frailty––an insecurity enabled by a 
dependence on the perfection of the sun for spiritual stability. Donne too hesitates to dismiss the 
New Philosophy as blasphemous, as in Ignatius his Conclave when the braggadocios character of 
Copernicus does not gain entry to Hell, though he demands it.  
 Galileo then challenges the intense adherence to literal interpretations of scripture, noting 
that, “if one were always to confine oneself to the unadorned grammatical meaning, one might 
fall into error” (Drake & Galileo 181). The adherence to traditional interpretations of the Bible 
made astronomy incompatible with theology. In Donne’s poetry one can see the Biblical sun 
cowed by the New Philosophy––its inexperience in malleability leading to its crumbling 
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downfall at the first sign of change. Astronomers were expected only to confirm traditional 
Biblical interpretations, not challenge them. The sun, if interpreted as perfect and reliable tool of 
God, will shield its imperfections from man for so long as he believes the sun to be perfect. It’s 
an exhibition of intentional blindness, of using science as a tool to reinforce old ideas rather than 
to challenge them. Galileo mocks the church’s view: 
…they say that since theology is the queen of all the sciences, she need not bend in any 
way to accommodate herself to the teachings of less worthy sciences which are 
subordinate to her; these others must rather be referred to her as to their supreme 
empress, changing and altering their conclusions according to her statutes and decrees. 
(Drake & Galileo 191-192) 
Galileo’s disgust for the dominance of theology over all other forms of thought does not go so 
far as to stifle his belief in the power of theology to explain the unknown. He says, “I have no 
doubt that where human reasoning cannot reach––and where consequently we can have no 
science but only opinion and faith––it is necessary in piety to comply absolutely with the strict 
sense of Scripture” (Drake & Galileo 197). Piety in Galileo’s mind should be used to shade in 
hazy areas of understanding, though the shading should never be so dark as to obscure potential 
meaning underneath.  
 Galileo’s Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina wraps up with a sweeping summation of 
the import of his sun-related discoveries. He writes in sensitive and laudatory language for the 
sun, emphasizing its grandeur before moving on to harder-to-swallow facts:  
…the sun, as the chief minister of Nature in a certain sense the heart and soul of the 
universe, infuses by its own rotation not only light but also motion of the bodies which 
surround it. And just as if the motion of the heart should cease in an animal, all other 
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motions of its members would also cease, so if the rotation of the sun were to stop, the 
rotations of all the planets would stop too. (Drake & Galileo 212-213) 
This dialogue of the sun’s consistency as responsible for all order hearkens back to the Bible, in 
which pauses in the sun’s routine often symbolize great change or a descent into decay. A 
startling number of Donne’s sun poems explore the destructive domino-effect of an inconsistent, 
paused, or darkening sun.  
The controversy of the New Philosophy and its potential threat to man’s conception of 
the heavens plays a role in Donne’s poetry. He tampers with a reoriented sky, his skepticism 
enabling him to approach these matters with no attempt to prove anything or uncover truths.65 He 
relishes in the epistemological destabilization that the New Philosophy allows for; picking at the 
sun’s glorious armor, he dismantles its perfection and studies the effects.  
 
Section III: Mythology of the Sun 
The third discourse vital to Donne’s amalgamized sun is mythology. Donne’s sun-heavy 
poems frequently question the sun’s purpose and motives. I will call certain imperfections of the 
sun inconsistencies. These inconsistencies include: rising early or late, setting early or late, 
disappearing altogether (eclipse), lingering too long in one part of the world, and neglecting a 
part of the world that usually has sunlight. A kind of template for expected sun behavior can be 
created from the Bible’s treatment of the sun. Though the sun may breach this template it is 
never attributed to the sun’s conscious choice. For this reason, the sun of the Bible can be seen as 
a tool of God, which contrasts with the astronomical and mythologically influenced suns of 
Donne’s poetry that emote and contain flaws: the actant suns.  
                                               
65 Carey, “Chapter Eight: The Crisis of Reason,” in John Donne: Life, Mind, and Art.  
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One aspect of the sun that is consistent throughout the three discourses is the idea of the 
sun as a unifying force in the heavens. The sun’s role in the unification of the disordered heavens 
is emphasized in Virgil, Ovid, and the Bible. This purification connects to its light––it 
illuminates and cleanses, exposes and untangles dark things. Though Pliny the Elder was an 
important naturalist I will include him in the mythology section of this paper, since his scientific 
observations are sometimes informed by mythological beliefs. Pliny saw the sun as a 
body of great size and power, the ruler, not only of the seasons and of the different 
climates, but also of the stars themselves and of the heavens. When we consider his 
operations, we must regard him as the life, or rather the mind of the universe, the chief 
regulator and the God of nature; he also lends his light to the other stars. He is most 
illustrious and excellent, beholding all things and hearing all things, which, I perceive, is 
ascribed to him exclusively by the prince of poets, Homer.66 
Donne’s inclusion of the sun as a purifier or ruler in his poetry is often mentioned in order for it 
to be contradicted. He relishes toying with ideas of what the sun should be and what the sun 
really is. Homer’s Odyssey and Pliny the Elder’s The Natural History both include 
representations of the sun that inform Donne’s work, though Donne seems to engage most 
consistently with the tales in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. His poetry that dips into mythology often 
recreates stories from Metamorphoses that are in turn adaptations of Homer’s writing.  
Some of the most memorable of Donne’s sun poems include a personified sun. These 
poems often recreate stories from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, where the sun’s inconsistencies occur 
as reactions to emotional and interpersonal desires.67 The three roles of the sun in Ovid’s 
                                               
66 Pliny, The Natural History, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1938) book 2, chapter 
4. https://www.loebclassics.com/view/pliny_elder-natural_history/1938/pb_LCL392.71.xml?readMode=recto.  
67 This section will contain mostly plot summary as the chronology of these stories is important in understanding 
Donne’s nuanced references to mythology.  
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Metamorphoses are as spy, lover, or mourner. A handful of Donne’s sun poems contain this 
remembered past––the lingering reputation of a tattle-tale sun casting a shadow on his speaker’s 
judgement of the sun. A few tales in Metamorphoses illustrate the sun as meddlesome whereas 
others show the sun as emotionally vulnerable and distraught. When the sun in Metamorphoses 
is not an actant, it shines in predictable patterns, following the consistency described in Psalm 
19:7 as the perfect law of the Lord.68  
A notable refrain from Ovid’s Metamorphoses is “the sun sees all things first.”69 In the 
dark of night people’s mysterious lecheries unfold in protected obscurity, but when the sun rises 
it lies witness to their acts. The phrase “to shed light on” comes to mind, a phrase that marries 
clarity to sunlight, truth to day. Ovid’s sun acts as an omniscient character, but in this case, 
omniscience does not imply distance from the subject of its gaze. The sun sees all, knows all, and 
acts on this knowledge.  
The sun as spy unfolds in the “The Story of Mars and Venus,” in which the sun witnesses 
Venus and Mars engaging in an extramarital affair (Ovid 4.170-174). The sun takes this news to 
Venus’ husband, Vulcan, who then becomes enraged (Ovid 4.170-174). Vulcan makes a net with 
“such fine links of bronze / No eye could see the mesh,” with the intent of laying it on the lovers’ 
bed to entrap them in their adulterous act (Ovid 4.187-193). The trap works, and Venus and Mars 
are mocked and laughed at by the gods (Ovid 4.187-193). The sun’s tattling causes Venus so 
much distress that she makes it her mission to get revenge, which plays out in the following 
story: “The Sun-god and Leucothoe.”  
                                               
68 Ps. 19:4-7 NIV. 
69 Ovid “The Story of Mars and Venus” in Metamorphoses, trans. Rolfe Humphries (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1955), book 4, line 170. Following citations of this source will be included parenthetically. 
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 When in love, the sun shines only on the place where his lover dwells, neglecting the rest 
of the world. This act of selfish abandon distracts the sun and creates a vulnerability that Venus 
uses to get her revenge by “spoiling / A love affair for him, the one who spoiled / A love affair 
for her” (Ovid 4.196-198). The word “spy” here hangs on the page like a slur––the sun has 
spoiled his omnipotence by betraying the lovers. Its presence becomes associated with 
surveillance. In description of the sun’s love affair, the narrator continues, “The god, whose fire 
lights all the world, was burning / Himself with foreign fire” (Ovid 4.200-201). Though this 
burning is meant to be a poetic device to equate love and pain, this choice of words emphasizes 
the weakness of the sun in this affair––he is sick by his own poison. Due to this burning love he 
becomes useless, and the narrator asks, “Of what avail / Was all that beauty, brightness, radiant 
light?” (Ovid 4.198-199). The enamored sun becomes fixated on his lover, neglecting his routine 
duties. The sun “Saw nothing but one girl, Leucothoe, / Turning on her alone the eyes, whose 
province / Belonged to all the world” (Ovid 4.203-205). Wherever Leucothoe abides, the sun 
shines, making Leucothoe the epicenter of light, heat, and prosperity. Donne expands upon this 
theme in “The Sun Rising”: “To warm the world, that’s done in warming us.”70 Donne’s poem 
borrows the idea of the sun shining on one part of the world from Ovid, yet he warps it such that 
the sun should shine on these lovers and it will be sufficient for lighting the world––because their 
love encompasses all things. Not only does Ovid’s sun neglect large swatches of the earth in his 
enamored state, but he also becomes forgetful like a person experiencing love for the first time: 
He would rise too early 
From the Eastern sky, would sink too late to Ocean, 
Would lengthen the winter hours by long delaying 
                                               
70 Donne, “The Sun Rising,” John Donne: The Complete English Poems, line 28. 
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To look at her, sometimes would fail entirely 
Because the darkness in the heart turned outward, 
A darkness terrible to human beings. (Ovid 4.205-210) 
He acts like a teenager arriving late for curfew, not understanding the impact of his recklessness. 
The core of his heart turns outwards, his desire unfolding and expanding––his light damaged by 
his dark desire. The sun is meant to be brilliant, steady, to provide constancy, and yet the sun in 
love will abandon his post without a second thought.  
 In the sun’s conquest of Leucothoe, he disguises himself as her mother so that he can be 
alone with her without raising alarm (Ovid 4.217-222). He announces himself to her, saying, “I 
am the one who measures / The long year out, I see all things, and all men / See everything 
through me, the eye of the world. / I love you; do not doubt it” (Ovid 4.224-227). He equates 
seeing with truth––his declaration of love undeniable as he, the eyes of the world, must know 
what love is. It says that she was “won over by that shining” and “took his passion / With no 
complaint” (Ovid 4.232-233). The sun blinds her thrice: first by making himself into the shape of 
her mother, then by shocking her with a sudden declaration of love, and then by hurting her eyes 
with his brilliance. Donne uses this romantic enchantment of the sun in a few of his poems, but 
the sun in these poems is contained within a beautiful woman.  
 With Venus’ help, Clytie, one of the sun’s neglected lovers, exposes their affair to 
Leucothoe’s father, resulting in the live-burial of Leucothoe under a pile of sand. The sun 
mourns her death such that “No sight more pitiful / Had dimmed the Sun-god’s eyes since 
Phaethon / Fell to his blazing death” (Ovid 4.246-248). His mourning, denoted by the dimming 
of his eyes, brings the world into darkness. The sadness within him unfolds and consumes all 
light––an enforced blind amen ensues.   
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 “The Story of Mars and Venus” is an adaptation of Book VIII of The Odyssey. Near the 
end of Book VIII, Ares and Aphrodite, the Greek counterparts to Mars and Venus, engage in a 
secretive love affair.71 They fornicate in the house of Hephaestus, husband of Aphrodite. The 
exposure of the affair in The Odyssey seems inevitable, and not only the sun is given credit for 
exposing their affair. Immediately following the description of their affair, the narrator says, 
“But straightaway one came to him with tidings, even Helius, who had marked them as they lay 
together in love.” The aside, “even Helius,” denotes the curious involvement of the sun in this 
voyeurism, a nod to the perversion of the sun’s spying. Unlike in Metamorphoses, the sun does 
not receive full credit for the exposure of the lovers but is one of many reporters.  
The role of the sun in this passage of The Odyssey is less autonomous than in Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses. Hephaestus creates a snare much like the net described in “The Story of Mars 
and Venus,” that he sets above the bed and couch in his room. He pretends to leave the city, 
keeping Helius on watch as a messenger to notify him when the lovers have been trapped. Helius 
does Hephaestus’ bidding in a spy-like manner, but his sneaking is not of his own design. This 
revokes some of the autonomy of the sun––the blame can be shifted away from him for revealing 
the two lovers.  
Donne, in his own adaptation of this story in “The Sun Rising,” follows Ovid’s 
representation of the sun more closely––the sun acts on his own as a meddlesome voyeur, an 
entity that must be shooed away. The penetrating beams violate the lovers’ space––shedding 
light on their sin and exposing it for the world to see.   
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book eight, lines 256-370.  
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Ovid’s story that Donne references the most is “The Story of Phaethon,” which furnishes 
the prominent themes of the sun’s eclipse in mourning and the sun’s inconsistency marking a 
descent into chaos. Phaethon, the sun’s bastard son, asks him for a favor to help him prove to 
himself and his peers that his father is the sun rather than some lowly man. The sun gladly 
obliges him a favor, eager to acknowledge his son as his own. Phaethon fatefully pleads to drive 
his father’s chariot––to bring the dawn for one day. Regretting his eagerness to please his son, 
the sun attempts to dissuade this deadly request, calling it even “more than Gods / have any 
claim on” (Ovid 2.52-55). Even the sun himself fears the strength of the horses, the unruly 
creatures that he must drive through the disorienting heavens: “the sky is always / Whirling with 
dizzy motion, and the stars / Wheel with its speed. I make my way against it, / I drive against the 
turning systems” (Ovid 2.70-73). He asks his son, “Could you / Keep the wheels steady, fight the 
spin of the world?” (Ovid 2.74-75). In emphasizing the difficulty of his daily task––the sun 
paints the heavens as a chaotic, dangerous place that he must labor to harmonize. This 
description of the heavens as chaotic and dangerous appears in Virgil’s Georgics as well, where 
the sun acts as the glue that keeps the heavens from their natural chaos.72  
 Phaethon, head-strong and young, chooses to undertake this challenge despite his father’s 
warnings (Ovid 2.150-154). Joseph D. Reed, annotator of Metamorphoses: The New, Annotated 
Edition, describes Phaethon’s turn at the reins a “fresh return to chaos.” Once the horses realize 
that the chariot is being so weakly driven “as if there was no driver,” they begin to run wild, 
tearing across the sky (Ovid 2.164). The first environmental change is the scattering of the 
constellations, followed by clouds, then the “the great cities / Perish, and their great walls; and 
nations perish / With all their people: everything is ashes” (Ovid 2.214-216). Mount Olympus 
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burns, the people of Africa are turned black, and “The earth gapes open and the light goes down / 
Deep to the underworld, whose king and queen / Blink in the terror of it” (Ovid 2.226). Earth 
herself calls for Jove to strike down Phaethon, to save the world from turning to a heap of ash. 
The Sun-God mourns his son’s death: “Gloomy, without his brightness, darkened always 
/ As in eclipse, and hates himself and daylight” (Ovid 2.384-385). Eclipses in mourning occur in 
the Bible at the death of Jesus, as well as Pliny’s The Natural History as a response to the death 
of Caesar and the war against Antony,73 and are mentioned in two of Donne’s poems: 
“Resurrection, imperfect” and “Good Friday, 1613, Riding Westward.”  
For Ovid, the Sun-god blames the horses for his son’s downfall, though he picks up the 
reins again after the gods urge him not to hold the world in darkness. This story challenges the 
sun’s power. His instrument, Vulcan’s chariot and horses, have magnificent power: to bring the 
day. The chariot-steering task has pastoral overtones––the Sun-god wakes at dawn to sow the 
sky. The Sun-god cannot bring the day independent of his instrument. His power lies in his 
unique ability to control the wild horses that magnetically pull towards chaos. He must wrestle 
against their intense energy; in all his practice he hardly prevents the descent into decay. Some of 
Donne’s poems follow a similar path––the sun’s irregularity resulting in the slow destruction of 
all orderly things and all predictable natural phenomena. This descent begins first with the sun’s 
constancy disrupted and the other celestial objects begin to move erratically and unpredictably. 
Then earthly changes occur, first natural, then spreading to dismantle man and his creations.  
The fragility with which the sun stabilizes the world is of great interest to Donne, whose 
sun poems often contemplate a descent into chaos that begins with the sun’s weakness. This 
threat to worldly order sometimes comes from the sun’s confusion, which develops in response 
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to the disorienting New Philosophy. Reed expands upon the sun’s fragile stabilization of the 
world, calling the mayhem of Phaethon’s turn at the chariot a “fresh return to chaos” (Ovid p. 
411). The description of the heavenly bodies as “whirling with dizzy motion” could indicate that 
the war of the heavens never truly ended, but was just quieter (Ovid p. 411). Ovid’s Sun-god 
pulls a thin veil over the chaotic tendency of the world, and Donne pulls at this veil, flirting with 
the chaos that the sun so faintly hides.  
There are smaller intricacies of the sun’s varying motivations that add to Donne’s 
representation of the sun. Donne does not fear invoking a sun with ulterior motives, a biased sun, 
a sun that seems replaceable and inadequate. Hesiod’s Theogony suggests that the sun will not 
shine on those that he deems unworthy, saying that “there the children of dark Night have their 
dwellings, Sleep and Death, awful gods. The glowing Sun never looks upon them with his 
beams, neither as he goes up into heaven, nor as he comes down from heaven.”74 They are 
physically and existentially removed from sunlight. In Book XII of The Odyssey, Helios, the 
Sun-god, threatens to shine exclusively on the underworld if Odysseus’ men do not properly 
atone for eating Helios’ holy livestock.75 The sun of mythology has a choice of who it shines on–
it can obey the larger cosmological agenda if it so chooses. Donne’s sun, even when not directly 
referencing myths, often uses this mythological trend of personification in his poems––a choice 
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Section IV: Analyses of Donne’s Sun Poems 
 
The Consistent Sun 
  Though the vast majority of Donne’s sun poems venture outside of the templated 
constant sun, there are a handful that adhere to the Biblical sun, the sun that acts on the will of 
God rather than on its own sly agenda. 76 In these poems the sun acts a comparative tool; Donne 
uses the sun to measure distance, beauty, and valor. Revered for its dependability, the sun here 
sets an expectation guide for its behavior.77 The sun’s duty to constancy is emphasized, which 
provides a stark contrast to the imperfect sun of his other poems.  
One method by which the sun regulates man is via time. A few times the speaker Velcros 
himself to the sun, using the sun’s swift, dutiful travel as a justified excuse for his leave. The 
speaker places himself with the sun; his purpose is just as important, his return just as 
guaranteed.  “The Blossom” and “Song: Sweetest love do not go” use the sun in this way: “That 
thou tomorrow, ere that sun doth wake, / Must with this sun, and me a journey take.”78 The sun’s 
consistency is such that its return is made into a promise; though the speaker’s motives for 
leaving may be shady, his travel will be expedient.  
“Song: Sweetest love, I do not go” also uses the sun as a way to defend the length of a 
journey, though in this poem the act of elevating his purpose requires the degradation of the sun. 
The poem begins with a stanza addressed to a lover to whom the speaker is leaving. His journey 
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seems required––though his return is promised in suspiciously sweeping statements. Upon his 
leaving he says:  
Yesternight the sun went hence, 
And yet is here today, 
He hath no desire nor sense, 
Nor half so short a way: 
Then fear not me, 
But believe that I shall make  
Speedier journeys, since I take 
More wings and spurs than he.79  
In defense of the length of his departure he compares himself to the sun. He gestures west, 
showing that the sun travelled that way last night, and yet is back today. It’s a comparison of 
doubt: she should apply the same logic to the sun’s return as his––the sun may travel west and 
disappear, but she can rely on it to return in the morning when it is promised. Up to this point in 
the poem, Donne’s reference to the sun has been respectful; he has used it to elevate his own 
reliability to the level of the sun. This respect takes a turn when he begins to ridicule the sun’s 
lack of sensibilities: “He hath no desire nor sense.” After making this taunt at the sun, he then 
secures his position of superiority by claiming that he can move two times more swiftly than the 
sun. He reassures his lady that his journey will assuredly be faster than the sun’s because he 
takes “more wings and spurs than he.” At this point he has already established himself as faster, 
so this final dominance-boost takes aim directly at the sun’s motivation for travelling––or lack 
thereof. The Online Etymology Dictionary defines “spur” as “anything that urges on, stimulus.”80 
                                               
79 Donne, “Song: Sweetest love, I do not go,” in John Donne: The Complete English Poems, lines 9-16. 
80 Douglas Harper, “Online Etymology Dictionary.” https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=spur. 
31 
What makes the sun slower than Donne is a lack of emotional motivation, perhaps a lack of 
consciousness altogether. In this poem Donne stupefies the sun in order to elevate himself. He 
mocks the simple sun: the sun presented by the Bible as an orb without thought or intention––
something that acts on the demands of God. The speaker peevishly distracts his lady from his 
imperfections and instead points his finger at the sun, calling out its inadequacies to distract from 
his own.  
The sun’s propagation of time creates conflicts as well––its movement ever-forward 
signifies the imminent end of man and his pleasures. In “Break of Day” the speaker grapples 
with the sun’s role in bringing him and his mistress together. He’d like for their love to be 
independent of the sun, for their affair to have been about passion rather than circumstance. The 
speaker asks, “Tis true, ‘tis day, what though it be? / O wilt thou therefore rise from me? / Why 
should we rise because ‘tis light? / Did we lie down because ‘twas night?”81 He puns with the 
word ‘rise,’ noting that his lover need not mimic the sun and rise when it rises, settle when it 
sets.  
 Donne attempts to omit himself from the merry-go-round of the sun’s degenerative 
influence––to protect his love affair from the disruption of invasive, detumescent light: “Love, 
which in spite of darkness brought us hither, / Should in despite of light keep us together.”82 
Love depends on light––debauchery is easy by night, sour by day. In the obscurity of darkness 
the lovers found one another, a testament to the strength of their attraction. Why should a 
meddlesome sun tell them when to part? In a nod to Ovid’s refrain, “the sun sees all things first,” 
the speaker says, “Light hath no tongue, but is all eye / If it could speak as well as spy, / This 
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were the worst that it could say.”83 At dawn the all-seeing sun not only brings a wake-up call to 
the lovers, but he also seems to morally judge their activities. Because he can’t speak his distaste 
directly to the lovers, Donne ventriloquizes the sun with words it might use against him: “That 
being well I fain would stay, / And that I loved my heart and honour so, / That I would not from 
him, that had them, go.”84 The poet imagines the sun shooing him from the bed of sin, 
encouraging him to choose honor over debauchery.  
“The Anniversary” shares the theme of the sun’s constant creation of time. Susceptible to 
the continual churning of time, the sun too ages towards eventual atrophy. Pessimistically, the 
poet uses this example of the sun’s self-aging to demonstrate the inevitability of the destruction 
of all things: “Only our love hath no decay; / This, no tomorrow hath, nor yesterday, / Running it 
never runs from us away, / But truly keeps his first, last, everlasting day.”85 Their love creates its 
own light, independent from the sun they create their own everlasting day. Achsah Guibbory, 
author of Returning to John Donne, calls poems such as this illustrative of Donne’s “desire to 
arrest the movement of time.”86 An enemy to love, the sun in this poem drives the lovers towards 
their inevitable expiration. They must make for themselves their own light, that they might 
escape time.  
Producing time is not the only method by which the sun meddles in lover’s lives. The sun 
in several poems acts as a catalyst for sexual vitality. “Loves Growth” ponders the immutability 
of the poet’s love, the perfection of his love spoken of only in the past tense. He speaks of 
borrowing the “working vigour of the sun” as part of new kind of love, a love that is “mixed of 
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all stuffs, paining soul, or sense.”87 The footnote by A. J. Smith, editor of The Complete English 
Poems of John Donne, explains the “working vigour of the sun” to mean either the sun’s 
restorative powers or its sexual energy.88 This new love lacks the purity and abstractness of the 
old love; it seems somehow overly conscious. Later in the poem, the sun reawakens the 
hibernating love: “Love by the spring is grown; / As in the firmament, / Stars by the sun are not 
enlarged, but shown, / Gentle love deeds, as blossoms on a bough, / From love’s awakened root 
do bud out now.”89 William Empson observes the lack of sensual desires in the winter as a sign 
that the lovers “could not show their love to one another; just as even Platonic lovers, if they had 
not the use of their ‘senses’, could not know one another to be present.”90 Intercourse increases 
as the days grow in length, and dormant love reemerges from its stale hibernation.  
 “Farewell to Love” likewise considers the increase in sex-drive that accompanies 
seasonal change, though in this poem the speaker avoids the light. He ignores the sun’s 
aphrodisiac heat: “And when I come where moving beauties be, / As men do when the summer’s 
sun / Grows great, / Though I admire their greatness, shun their heat; / Each place can afford 
shadows. If all fail, / ’Tis but applying worm-seed to the tail.”91 In choosing the shadows, he 
acknowledges that he may lose his sexual vigor––though he can solve this with “worm-seed” if 
need be.  
Avoiding the sun’s arousing light proves difficult in “Elegy 12: His Parting from Her,” 
which contains a lover in a battle against Venus and Fortune. His lover leaves him, sending him 
into a dark, mournful state that is so tenebrous that night “and great Hell to boot are shadows to 
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it.”92 Comfortable in his mourning, he scorns his sex-drive (a fiery light) that tries to pull him 
from the darkness: “I will not look upon the quickening sun, / But straight her beauty to my 
sense shall run[.]”93 Quickening here suggests a life giving or arousing spirit––the sun will show 
him her beauty and make him yearn with sexual desire.94 He then decides to drop this 
temperance and embrace the sun in her departure, a choice that is irreversible. The only way that 
he could revoke his now intense desire for her is the day “heaven hath motion lost, and the 
world, fire[.]”95 These words appear also in “An Anatomy of the World,” a poem that reflects 
extensively on the destructive effects of the New Philosophy. Reversal of the sun-supported love 
will come the day that New Philosophy arrives. In recycling phrasing from “An Anatomy of the 
World,” the poet has created an ironic “never.” The sun’s effects may romantically sound 
impermeable, but its arrival has already been announced.  
Love gains fuel from sunlight in “A Lecture Upon the Shadow” as well, though in this 
poem lack of sunlight has more to do with lack of love than loss of sexual desire. The poet sets 
up the lovers’ bond:  
These three hours that we have spent,  
Walking here, two shadows went  
Along with us, which we ourselves produced;  
But, now the sun is just above our head,  
We do those shadows tread;  
And to brave clearness all things are reduced.96 
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In attempt to mask themselves from judgment they create shadows to hide behind. With the sun 
rising higher in the noontime sky, the shadows slip under their feet, their hidden love exposed. 
The sun provides “brave clearness,” a cleansing unmasking of their devotions for the world to 
see. This exposing illumination carries whiffs of the spy-sun of “The Story of Mars and Venus.” 
Once the lovers have revealed themselves in the light they begin to form shadows against each 
other, masking their inner darkness in the obscurity of shadow.  
 The speaker claims that if their love falls apart in “westwardly decline” it will be the fault 
of these dividing shadows.97 Growth of shadows begets the death of love, as love is a “full 
constant light; / And his first minute, after noon, is night.”98 John Carey notes that, “whereas 
before they strove to hide their love from the prying world, now they will seek to deceive each 
other. When that happens, love will already have died.”99 Transparency equal to sunlight is 
necessary for love to last.  
 But the lovers’ success is doomed for more than their inability to remain open with one 
another. John Carey asks, “How make the sun stand still, or immobilize shadows? By casting his 
poem in these materials, Donne puts love’s collapse beyond question. Love has as much chance 
of lasting as twelve o’clock.”100 He desires to “arrest the movement of time;” the lovers can only 
remain together if they defy “the natural movement of the sun toward setting.”101 Guibbory 
designates a distinction between the natural sun that is associated with the degenerative pattern 
of time, and God’s sun: “Whereas the world’s sun inexorably declines toward the west, God is 
the full ‘noone’” that the speaker seeks to find in human love.102 The simple sun cleanses their 
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love and brings them together, yet its imminent westward decline also drives the death of their 
love: their mortality is confirmed by the sun, their degeneration guaranteed.  
 
The Inconsistent Sun  
Inspired by the puzzling nature of the New Philosophy’s restructuring of the heavens, 
Donne’s poems often contain a sun destroyed, misplaced, or substituted. The sun in these 
poems––unreliable, taunting, deceptive––does not exist as much to be revered as it exists as a 
method of exploring extremes. What happens when the sun shines too long in one location? 
When the sun disappears altogether? When the sun has motivations? When man tries to compete 
with the sun? Donne’s skeptic tendencies enable him to use the mythological sun and the 
astronomical sun to challenge the constancy of the simple sun. As Carey says, “Donne was too 
complicated an individual to be won over by any single philosophy” and thus his poems flit 
between various extremes––revealing man’s weaknesses as well as the sun’s.103 There are five 
subsections within The Inconsistent Sun. They begin with poems that recreate Biblical or 
mythological stories––The Sun as Spy and The Sun in Mourning––before moving onto poems 
formed by the coalescence of the three discourses. Donne extensively explores the sun’s 
weakness as an indication of the imminent decay of the world in the poems under the subsection 
The Sun’s Weakness. Poems that go beyond critique of the sun’s weakness to propose replacing 
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Sun as Spy 
When Donne mythologizes the sun, he makes the sun into an emotive character, one that 
man might disagree with and ridicule. In his two poems, “The Sun Rising” and “Break of Day,” 
Donne portrays the sun as a meddling nuisance, a spy that tarnishes lover’s intimacy. This idea 
of the sun as a peeping tom comes directly from Book IV of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, “The Story 
of Mars and Venus,” which was discussed in depth in Section III.  
“The Sun Rising” initiates its engagement with myth in a harsh scold of the sun: “Busy 
old fool, unruly sun, / Why dost thou thus, / Through windows, and through curtains call on us? / 
Must to thy motions lovers’ seasons run? / Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide / Late school-boys, 
and sour prentices…”104 Referring to the sun as a “busy old fool” immediately makes the sun 
into a worn character, a predictably nosy and bored old man. His unruliness implies disordered 
behavior and lack of personal control, a wandering creep who gets so consumed in his voyeurism 
that he forgets his duty: to shine on the whole world. The line “Must to thy motions lovers’ 
seasons run” questions the sun’s promised consistency. Does the sun travel across the sky only to 
peek at lovers’ beds? Does the change of seasons rely on where the sun’s focus is––where the 
concentration of promiscuity lies?  
 The speaker’s vendetta against the sun goes further than name-calling. He mocks the 
sun’s utility, calling on him to scold tardy children and sour apprentices, assigning him 
insignificant duties to distract the sun from his affair.105 Through these comparisons the speaker 
attempts to demote the severity of his own flaws, saying the equivalent of, “Your focus on me 
and my mistress is just as silly of a distraction as it would be for the sun to become involved in 
chastising naughty children or becoming a messenger for the king.” In establishing love as 
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independent from the sun, he says, “Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime, / Nor hours, 
days, months, which are the rags of time.”106 Love is so evasive and above human 
comprehension that it is uncharacterized by season or climate. Time is but a patchwork of rags, a 
base attempt at creating meaning out of an excess of obscurity.  
 The poet continues to dismantle the sun’s authority by ridiculing the gaps in its power: 
“Thy beams, so reverend and strong / Why shouldst thou think? / I could eclipse and cloud them 
with a wink.”107 He mocks the strength of the sun, claiming that his light is not as powerful as it 
may seem. However, he will not dare keep his eyes closed for too long because he cannot bear to 
go too long without looking at his beautiful mistress.108 The speaker claims that his lover’s eyes 
are so brilliant that they could blind the sun. He speaks this sentiment in a temptation, daring the 
sun to look into her eyes and see if things are in order as they were before.109 Her eyes will blind 
the sun such that all power and riches will be gathered in his bed the next day when the sun 
regains his sight. The sun, in his blinded eclipse, will awaken to a shrunken world, a world 
contained within the lovers’ bed.  
 Their bed contains more than power and riches. It also contains all social wealth––honor, 
happiness, and passion reside in their bed. Snidely he says, “Princes do but play us; compared to 
this, / All honor's mimic, all wealth alchemy.”110 Any attempt to feel what they feel is a farce, 
even the sun is only half as happy as them, “In that the world's contracted thus.”111 Their bed is a 
microcosm of the world, containing all true feelings. This raises the lovers into the realm of 
holiness: they represent the core of happiness, a core that can be reached towards, but never 
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touched. The poem ends with a final summation of the lovers’ excellence, addressed to the old 
sun: “Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be / To warm the world, that's done in warming 
us. / Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere / This bed thy center is, these walls, thy 
sphere.”112 In the geocentric mindset, this poem makes a mockery of the sun’s laborious rotations 
around the earth: “The bed is the earth around which the sun is to revolve, and the walls mark the 
limit of his revolution. The sun, as the source of sexual vigour and of life, is invited to focus all 
his powers on the activity of the lovers.”113 Boldly the poet directs the sun, an act tinged with the 
audacious influence of the New Philosophy.  
 
The Sun in Mourning  
 While the Biblical accounts of Jesus’ death contain an eclipse, the sun’s darkening is not 
attributed to an emotional reaction on the part of the sun. Donne writes two poems about the 
crucifixion of Jesus that reference the three-hour eclipse at his death, one of which subscribes to 
the emotionless eclipse, while the other makes the eclipse into a sign of mourning. The sun’s 
eclipse as a sign of mourning is not exclusive to mythology. St. Augustine’s personification of 
the sun in mourning was discussed earlier in Section I.  
This emotional attribution to the sun’s eclipse occurs in “Resurrection, imperfect,” which 
begins: “Sleep sleep old sun, thou canst not have repassed / As yet, the wound thou took’st on 
Friday last; Sleep then, and rest; the world may bear thy stay, / A better sun rose before thee 
today.”114 Donne puns with sun and son––the death of the son, Jesus, provides the sun an 
intermission to his shining as he rises up to heaven. The Gospel of Luke, as regarded earlier in 
                                               
112 Ibid., lines 25-28. 
113 Donne, John Donne: The Complete English Poems, p. 403.  
114Donne, “Resurrection, Imperfect,” in John Donne: The Complete English Poems, lines 1-4. 
40 
Section I, notes the sun’s short eclipse as a brief failure of the sun.  Donne coos the sun back to 
sleep, urging the sun that it can’t have recovered yet from the shock of Jesus’ death. He insists 
that the world can survive the sun’s interlude in shining, suggesting that the light from Jesus’ 
flight to heaven will assuage the world for now. While Donne recreates the Biblical 
representation of the eclipse at crucifixion, he adds extra flavor, personifying the sun by 
assigning it pain. The sun must emotionally recover before it is ready to shine again, its 
inconsistency forgiven because of the gravity of Jesus’ death.  
 “Good Friday, Riding Westward” likewise dwells on the eclipse that accompanies 
Christ’s death. Donne begins by dwelling on spheres and sphericality, assigning man’s soul to 
the body of a sphere, noting that this person would be motivated by devotion. The spherical 
suggestion reminds one of spherical harmony of the celestial bodies––the way that spheres 
interact with each other and intertwine. The spheres seem to be ruled by one body––“our souls 
admit / For their first mover, and are whirled by it,”115––much the same way that the celestial 
bodies become ordered by the sun. The poem’s subsequent evocation of the sun suggests a link 
between these two thoughts––that the sun may unite the spheres making them into a whole, and 
that the sun stirs things up––the sun causing things to move rather than it itself moving. In the 
next line the speaker bends along the sun’s axis, his body moving westward while his soul leans 
for the east: “I am carried towards the west / This day, when my soul’s form bends toward the 
east.”116 Though his path runs west his soul yearns for the rising sun, his soul and body creating a 
bridge between horizons. He says of the east, “There I should see a sun, by rising set, / And by 
that setting endless day beget…”117 There is something wrong here; east and west become 
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jumbled, setting and rising indistinguishable with an endless day. The sun, damaged in some 
inconclusive way is relieved by Christ’s fall––“But that Christ on this Cross, did rise and fall, / 
Sin had eternally benighted all.”118 Christ’s sacrifice allows the sun to pause its shining––the 
world “benighted” exists in both its moral and earthly form––as the world is darkened by sin and 
lack of light.  
 Christ’s death makes “Nature shrink, / It made his footstool crack, and the sun wink.”119 
The sun’s wink refers explicitly to the Biblical eclipse, which is not emotionalized to make the 
wink seem mournful. It occurs as a sign that the world has drastically changed with Jesus’ 
crucifixion, the eclipse is a monument to the loss that the world has incurred.  
 The sun’s disorientation and ill-distributed light is not exclusive to poems about Christ’s 
crucifixion. A verse epistle, “To Mr. I.L. (Blessed are your north parts),” contains a sun that 
lacks consistency, that shines up north when it should be warming the south for summer. It 
begins, “Blessed are your north parts, for all this long time / My sun is with you, cold and dark is 
our clime; / Heaven’s sun, which stayed so long from us this year, / Stayed in your north (I think) 
for she was there.”120 The poet suggests that Heaven’s sun, as in the typical sun, followed the 
second sun north and, distracted, stayed there. The climate is uncharacteristically dark and breeds 
ills such that one would “think this no south, no summer, nor no day.”121 He writes to the man 
that presumably has this second sun, the woman so beautiful that the solar sun neglects his duties 
in order to shine on her. This distracted sun contains echoes to the beginning of “The Sun-god 
and Leucothoe,” in which the sun’s distracted devotion to his lover causes tension with the Gods. 
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It also carries similarities to the poem “An Epithalamion on the Lady Elizabeth” in which for a 
moment, there are two suns.   
 
The Sun’s Weakness  
 At the sun’s weakest moments, the world falls into a chaotic state. Disorientation caused 
by the New Philosophy tarnishes the sun’s routine, hurling the sun into confused and ill regulated 
throes. In its weakness, the flawed sun initiates the world’s descent into chaos. This occurs in the 
Bible, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and three of Donne’s poems.  
 The first two poems that consider the sun’s weakness come from Donne’s verse letters. 
“To the Countess of Salisbury” clearly shares much in common with “An Anatomy of the 
World,” which will be discussed in depth in The Disposable Sun subsection. This verse letter 
was written two years after “An Anatomy of the World,” a testament to Donne’s preoccupation 
with the theme of the descent into chaos––with the sun’s weaning stability as the first sign of 
decay. He begins the poem by complimenting the Countess, but in elevating her he diminishes 
the sun’s brilliance: 
Since now your beauty shines, now when the sun 
Grown stale, is to so low a value run, 
That his disheveled beams and scattered fires 
Serve but for ladies’ periwigs and tires 
In lovers’ sonnets: you come to repair 
God’s book of creatures, teaching what is fair;122 
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Her shining beauty shows the world “what heaven can do, and what any earth can be.”123 She 
sheds her light like the sun, revealing truths and demonstrating the potential for goodness. The 
sun, referred to as “stale,” seems to be replaced by this feminine beauty. It is stale in comparison 
to her magnificence and purity; it lacks its usually unique shine. “Stale” also suggests age––the 
sun is past his prime––not ripened but hardened by his long, unmoving and unchanging watch. In 
his advanced age the sun lacks control, his beams are disheveled and dangerous, starting fires. 
The Countess comes to repair, to demonstrate the order and beauty that the sun now fails to 
bring. Virtue itself becomes dismantled and unclear; the world is “withered, shrunk and 
dried.”124 Achsah Guibbory presents Donne’s bleak fascination with decay as if, to Donne, “the 
sun’s rising is but a movement towards setting.” The sun itself is not impervious to this constant 
rolling forward, and in this poem its age shows.  
 The second verse poem of this section, “To the Countess of Bedford (T’have written 
then),” yet again is chock-full of high praise for a noble lady. The Countess of Bedford is so 
incredibly virtuous that her virtue redeems all women; she has virtue in her own private corner of 
the world. Her virtue is further described as shining; the cleansing nature of her purity and 
goodness radiates like sunlight. Donne speaks of virtue failing in things that are not within her 
reach: “I have been told, that virtue in courtiers’ hearts / Suffers and ostracism, and departs. / 
Profit, ease, fitness, plenty, bid it go, / But wither, only knowing you, I know[.]”125 Her nature is 
as a redeemer, capable of leading the way to virtue. Yet, despite her brilliance the speaker and 
the Countess are stalled: 
Lightness depresseth us, emptiness fills,  
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We sweat and faint, yet still go down the hills;  
As new philosophy arrests the sun, 
And bids the passive earth about it run, 
So we have dulled our mind, it hath no ends; 
Only the body’s busy, and pretends; 
As dead low earth eclipses and controls 
The quick high moon: so doth the body, souls.126 
They still work towards virtue despite the sun’s oppressive heat. Their effort is in a way against 
the sun, or in spite of the sun. The sun has been stopped by the New Philosophy, its halt forceful 
enough to jolt the earth into movement. Men’s minds are dulled by the disorientation of it all––
so much so that their bodies work without thought, the body, not the mind, now controls the soul. 
This analogy is used to portray ridiculousness in the Copernican swap of sun and earth––the 
earth in control of the moon and tides is equal to a soul controlled only by the body––and there is 
no logic, only hard, simple movements: an emptiness of soul, an emptiness of meaning in the 
sky. In this poem the New Philosophy is unnatural, forceful, and illogical. This mention of the 
new sun marks the turn to chaos for the rest of the poem: the soil becomes diseased; native 
dignity of bodies is destroyed, order and virtue lost.  
 The sun’s weakness cues decay in “A Nocturnal Upon St. Lucy’s Day” as well. This 
poem commemorates Saint Lucy, the patron saint of the blind. In the Christian tradition of the 
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries Saint Lucy’s Day was celebrated as a feast day every 
December thirteenth. One year this holiday fell on the winter solstice, the shortest day of the 
year.127 Donne’s poem takes place on that particular solstice, and he describes this phenomenon 
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thus: “The sun is spent, and now his flasks / Send forth light squibs, no constant rays…”128 He 
projects his seasonal depression onto the celestial bodies––the sun beams out sporadic, tired rays 
and the stars hardly fizzle out their light. As A. J. Smith notes, the use of the word “flasks” 
suggests that the stars bottle up the sun’s energy the same way flasks store gunpowder.129 Thus 
the stars with their scarcely contained light are subject to burst––there is quiet danger in their 
unusual dimness. The sun’s inconstant shining causes great catastrophe: “The world’s whole sap 
is sunk / The general balm th’hydroptic earth hath drunk, / Whither as to the bed’s-feet, life is 
shrunk, / Dead and interred; yet all these seem to laugh, / Compared with me, who am their 
epitaph.”130 Sap and balm refer to the “natural inborn preservatives” that were assumed at the 
time to be inside every living body.131 For the ill earth to drink all of these preservatives suggests 
the desiccation and internal decay of all living things. These preservatives can also be thought of 
as a material soul––something that he “habitually talks about [as] flowing or being sucked, as if 
it were liquid…the whole created universe will be ‘sucked and swallowed into God’ in the 
end.”132 Life itself shrinks as it withers from within, yet this is nothing compared to Donne, who 
claims to be the most depraved of all.  
Donne’s wholly negative character comprises all the most depressed and dreary things as 
a result of the death of his love, a woman named Lucy, though which Lucy is historically 
unclear.133 The speaker is hardly anything at all––he erases himself in his misery: “He ruined me, 
and I am re-begot / Of absence, darkness, death; things which are not.”134 He blames love itself, 
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and mourns other lovers and their folly. Donne’s depressed desire to return to utter nothingness 
coincides with his interest in decay, the ultimate outcome of which is empty nothingness: 
He wanted, and invented, a universe as changeable as himself, in which all things were 
continuously on the edge of nothingness. The appeal of annihilation, which this choice 
reveals, permeates ‘A Nocturnall upon S. Lucies Day,’ where Donne wills his return to a 
nothingness even more lost and blank than the original nothing that preceded Creation. 
He wants to be nothing’s quintessence, and says he is so already.135 
In feeble search for redemption the sun appears again at the end of the poem, referred to as “the 
lesser sun.”136 The lover says, “I am none; nor will my sun renew,” his sun referring to his dead 
love.137 For him “there can be no renewal since his greater sun is now dead.”138 Though the 
lesser sun (the celestial sun) will return after this long night and return the world’s vitality, his 
redemption is a lost cause.  
The sun in this poem plays an interesting role as a vitality bringer, as the cause of lust and 
romance. The sun’s absence, though expected, quite literally sucks the life out of people, 
generating decay, darkness, and life worse than death. The sun’s anticipated rise does nothing for 
the speaker; he lives in eternal night, the memory of his lost Lucy is the only sun he needs. For 
others, though not for the poet, the change in seasons signifies an increase in lust. The poet will 
continue on without the celestial sun. It is dismissed and replaced, not because it is inadequate, 
but because the speaker seeks to reject being. The decay that the sun provokes in this poem is 
consistent with the logic of seasons––the shortest day of the year should have the weakest sun. 
However, the dramatics by which living creatures’ souls get dragged down with the sun’s lack of 
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light suggests the sun’s incredible power––and how challenging the sun could destroy 
everything.  
 
The Disposable Sun 
Though the sun in the three previous poems initiates destruction through its weaknesses, 
the sun still maintains a critical value to the world. In the following poems, the sun becomes a 
replaceable item: it is no longer invaluable. These differs from “A Nocturnal Upon St. Lucy’s 
Day” in that for these poems the alternate sun completely replaces the original sun. The old sun 
becomes demoted, often by a lover or particularly beautiful and virtuous woman. There are eight 
of these poems, ranging greatly in genre and mood.  Each of them contains a competitor for the 
sun––the sun’s divine distance breechable and surpassable. The two most complicated poems 
that include this competition and eventual replacement of the sun are the Anniversaries.  
 “An Anatomy of the World” is a funereal poem about the death of young Elizabeth 
Drury, daughter of wealthy landowner Sir Robert Drury. Thought patterns from this poem are 
revisited in many of Donne’s other works.139 “An Anatomy of the World” and “The Progress of 
the Soul” make up a combined work referred to as the Anniversaries. A. J. Smith contextualizes 
the Anniversaries as 
Complementary meditations upon death, moving from an estimation of our life and 
experience in this world to a celebration of the joys of the liberated soul in heaven…The 
shaping fiction of the two poems is that a young girl, by her very innocence, may stand 
for and ideally embody all those perfections that man and woman forfeited with their 
innocence at the Fall: virtue, true apprehension, beauty, vitality itself.140 
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Drury’s death shocks the sun into strange behaviors, spurring marked disorientation among the 
celestial bodies that trickles down to mankind. Decay ensues as the sun and heavens lack the 
glue (Drury’s virtue) that held them together.  
 The poet describes the initial response to Elizabeth’s death as a universal mourning–– “in 
a common bath of tears it bled”––141 which then dissipates into lethargy. He wishes that the sun 
had taken her place as a martyr: “Her death did wound and tame thee then, and then / Thou 
mightst have better spared the sun, or man. / That wound was deep, but ‘tis more misery, / That 
thou hast lost thy sense and memory.”142 Her spirit was so powerfully unifying that it would have 
been better to lose the sun or man rather than lose her. This call to stifle the sun acts as a means 
of elevating the death of Drury––the descent into decay that will accompany the loss of her 
virtue equals that of losing the sun––and perhaps if they had lost the sun they would mourn 
correctly. The world is dulled, muted without her fiery spirit in the world. Donne seeks to 
awaken the lost memory and virtue by anatomizing the dead world.143 Without Drury, mankind 
is “feeling now a general thaw, / A strong example gone, equal to law, / The cement which did 
faithfully compact, / And glue all virtues, now resolved, and slacked.”144 There is a focus on 
melting––her death brings an inconsistency of heat, an untamed warming that unglues all 
foundations of virtue. Earthly decay propelled by increased heat evokes Ovid’s “The Story of 
Phaethon.” 
 The growing heat of the world begins a general rotting of people’s souls: “Sick world, 
yea dead, yea putrefied, since she / Thy ‘intrinsic balm, and thy preservative, / Can never be 
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renewed, thou never live.”145 Drury provided the Paracelsian balm to humanity, and prevented 
the internal decay of mankind. This reference reminds one of “A Nocturnal Upon St Lucy’s 
Day” in which the sun’s inconsistency brings about the internal decay of the natural preservative, 
accelerating the death of all living things. Her connections to the celestial world increase 
throughout the poem––her death influences the celestial spheres, and in her journey to heaven 
she adopts celestial qualities. In her celestial transformation, her soul shimmers out the lingering 
virtues of her life as she rises to heaven:  
…a glimmering light,  
A faint weak love of virtue and of good  
Reflects from her, on them which understood  
Her worth; and though she have shut in all day,  
The twilight of her memory doth stay;  
Which, from the carcase of the old world, free, 
Creates a new world; and new creatures be 
Produced…146 
Drury’s ghost is moonlike: she reflects light and glistens, staying hidden in the day and revealing 
herself at night. She shines faintly on those who properly value her worth, though for others she 
shuts herself in all day and denies them her light. The world is in constant twilight, her faint light 
barely keeping the world from utter darkness. Her spirit takes on a mixture of moon and sun 
attributes. Ghostly, she glimmers like the moon, reflecting light and virtue onto the world. 
Though she is not the source of the light, her purpose intimately aligns with the sun––her 
memory allows for the creation of new things such that a new world can be created. This new 
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world springs from the carcass of the old, a creation-trick that Pliny the Elder147 attributes to the 
sun.  
Mankind in the new world lacks the perfection of original creation insofar as it lacks 
God’s touch: “There is not now that mankind, which was then, / When as the sun, and man, did 
seem to strive, / (Join tenants of the world) who should survive.”148 The striving refers to the 
time in Genesis when man had been created but lacked an expiration date. In the early days of 
creation, man could strive to live as long as the sun––he could rival the sun in lifespan. But, as 
the poet points out, men began to “kill ourselves, to propagate our kind.”149 The verse from 
Genesis that Donne references says, “The sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were 
fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose. And the Lord said, My spirit shall not 
always strive with man, for that he also is flesh: yet his days shall be an hundred and twenty 
years.”150 Man’s sexual interest in women, as Aristotle emphasizes,151 shaves years off men’s 
lives. Donne’s mimicry of the word “strives” links God’s spirit to the sun––mankind in his new 
mortality is utterly dominated by the sun.  
This domination continues later in the poem when the poet begins to dwell on the decay 
of mankind. He says, “mankind decays so soon, / We’are scarce our fathers’ shadows cast at 
noon. / Only death adds to’our length: nor are we grown / In stature to be men, till we are 
none.”152 Men now cannot measure up to the shadows cast by their fathers. Even at noon, when 
the sun creates the shortest shadows, these young men do not meet even the smallest of their 
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father’s greatness’s. The sun shows these men their weakness––his light provides them a 
measurement by which to feel inadequate.  
Halfway through the poem the old sun collapses on itself. The New Philosophy emerges, 
throwing away the order that the sun has created: 
And new philosophy calls all in doubt, 
The element of fire is quite put out, 
The sun is lost, and th'earth, and no man's wit 
Can well direct him where to look for it. 
And freely men confess that this world's spent, 
When in the planets and the firmament 
They seek so many new; they see that this 
Is crumbled out again to his atomies. 
'Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone, 
All just supply, and all relation[.]153 
Order that the old sun provided crumbles with the recklessness of skeptical philosophy––man 
loses his place in the world with the heavens’ stability in question. The poet mourns the loss of 
traditional hierarchy, the sun and earth’s heliocentric relocation causing complete disorientation. 
A nauseating spin takes over the physical world, confusing the logical alignment of man to the 
earth and the heavens. Astronomers’ hunt for newness breaks the heaven into pieces, a jumble of 
suppositions that pay no attention to the existential stakes: “all coherence gone.” 
 The cosmic ripple-effect of the New Philosophy is expressed in terms of architectural 
reconstruction. Erasure of the past occurs with the building of the new––“As though heaven 
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suffered earthquakes, peace or war, / When new towers rise, and old demolished are.”154 New 
stars appear, and the “old do vanish from our eyes.”155 The new cannot coexist with the old, but 
brutally demolishes the past––leaving no trace of what once was. The sun becomes infantile, a 
lost creature that must be watched by the zodiac constellations: “They have impaled within a 
zodiac / The free-born sun, and keep twelve signs awake / To watch his steps; the goat and crab 
control, / And fright him back, who else to either pole / (Did not these tropics fetter him) might 
run…156 Running manically back and forth across the sky, the sun must be impaled and fettered 
by stars in order to slow it down. The zodiac signs are mythologized here, interacting with the 
sun in its disarray as they do Phaethon in Ovid’s “The Story of Phaethon.”  
 In the sun’s infantilization it loses its spherical awareness, and ends up mimicking the 
movements of the infernal serpent: “For his course is not round; nor can the sun / Perfect a circle, 
or maintain his way / One inch direct; but where he rose today / He comes no more, but with a 
cozening line, / Steals by that point, and so is serpentine.”157 The sun has forgotten how to move 
circularly, and wears himself out in his winding path. Harmony is lost and the sun’s erratic, 
disturbed movements lack divine regulation.  
Amid the chaos man returns to intervene: “Man hath weaved out a net, and this net 
thrown / Upon the heavens, and now they are his own.”158 The means by which man catches the 
vulnerable heavens is reminiscent of the way in which Vulcan entraps Venus and Mars––in a net 
that gives man the power to manipulate and shame the heavens into submission. The power 
dynamic between man and the celestial world has swapped: “To go to heaven, we make heaven 
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come to us. / We spur, we rein the stars, and in their race / They’re diversely content t’obey our 
pace.”159 Men in their wickedness have reined in the heavens, weakening celestial autonomy and 
stripping the heavens of their order and harmony––the things that made them whole and 
congruous. The crescendo of sun-references ebbs after these lines, and the rest of the poem 
returns to a discussion of the virtuousness of Elizabeth Drury in comparison to the roughly 
decaying world.    
The second Anniversary, “On the Progress of the Soul,” continues the veneration of 
Elizabeth Drury and her virtuousness. Donne spends less time dwelling on the sun in this poem, 
and focuses more on how Drury’s virtuous spirit brings harmony to the world. “On the Progress 
of the Soul” contains multiple images of the sun’s constancy and imperviousness to change. 
Drury in her holy flight to heaven rises through the celestial atmosphere, passing the elements of 
the heavens with no physical interaction. She soars past the constellations and, “if she meet the 
body of the sun, / Goes through, not staying till his course be run…”160 The scene is somehow 
domestic––her soul passes through the atmosphere layer where the sun dwells but does not wait 
there to see if she might interact with it, but continues on her direct ascent, unawed by the things 
she passes. This poem is not an explicitly an example of a disposable sun, though it does portray 
the sun as dependent on Drury’s pure soul to provide harmony and constancy. She flies beyond 
the sun, her soul informing and supporting it while staying its own course.  
As different as they may seem in subject matter, “The Bait” has similar themes of a 
woman equaling or surpassing the sun. The lady in question has incredible beauty, of a 
magnitude that challenges the sun’s light. He calls on his lady to join him in Elysian ecstasy: 
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“There will the river whispering run / Warmed by thy eyes, more than the sun.”161 Her shining 
attracts fish, and her eroticism lures in a quite practical way. The brilliance of her beauty is thus 
that, “If thou, to be so seen, be’st loth / By sun, or moon, thou darkenest both, / And if myself 
have leave to see, / I need not their light, having thee.”162 Not only does her beauty challenge the 
sun in warmth and light, but the poet goes so far as to state that if she were to hide herself the sun 
and moon would be darkened. As long as his eyes are on her, he does not need the light of the 
moon and sun. Her beauty dismisses the sun and moon from their duty. 
“Obsequies to the Lord Harrington, brother to the Lady Lucy, Countess of Bedford” is a 
funereal poem that uses the sun to elevate the deceased’s virtue. Lord Harrington’s ghost makes 
an ascent to heaven much like Elizabeth Drury’s ghost in “The Progress of the Soul.” His soul 
ascends skywards: “Now he is at the sun, / Now through the moon, now he through th’ air doth 
run.”163 His sense of truth was so strong, “a clock so true,” that he could regulate the sun with his 
consistency. The sun is not necessarily degraded by this statement, but Harrington’s virtuous 
consistency is elevated. He was so morally strong and reliable that he could have aided the sun in 
its constancy.   
Again, Donne mocks the sun’s routine in “To the Countess of Bedford (You have refined 
me).” The Countess’ virtue at Court equals the sun in its brilliance and rarity.164 Donne suggests 
that for Court the Countess is a beaming source of virtue in a place that utterly lacks it. He says, 
“to this place / You are the season (Madam) you the day, / ’Tis but a grave of spices, till your 
                                               
161 Donne, “The Bait,” in John Donne: The Complete English Poems, lines 5-6. 
162 Ibid., lines 13-16. 
163 Donne, “Obsequies to the Lord Harrington, Brother to the Lady Lucy, Countess of Bedford,” in John Donne: The 
Complete English Poems, lines 83-84. 
164 Donne’s “To the Countess of Huntingdon (That unripe side of earth)” also compares a woman to the sun in order 
to comment on her incredible virtue.  
55 
face / Exhale them, and a thick close bud display.”165 She enhances and warms, her beauty 
encouraging flowers to bloom and seasons to change. She is mythologized––she, like Phoebus, 
brings the sun by chariot.166 But her sun-bringing is not regulated like Phoebus: “morning breaks 
at night, / And falsifies both computations so…”167 She shines wherever she goes, and thus keeps 
Court tropically hot while “the vulgar sun” must “do profane autumnal offices.”168 The vulgar 
sun, the simple sun, continues with his humdrum work while she magnificently disrupts his 
order.  
The sun’s warmth and virtue are also borrowed in “An Epithalamion on the Lady 
Elizabeth,” a poem about the marriage of Lady Elizabeth to Count Palatine on St Valentine’s 
Day. The poem begins with a description of St Valentine’s usual pairings––birds of all kinds, 
even the unattractive ones. On this day St Valentine marries two phoenixes––a feat so rare that 
even the sun has never before seen it. The rarity lies in the fact that two phoenixes exist, when 
there is supposed to be only one phoenix in the world at a time. The phoenix bride frustrates the 
sun by borrowing his warmth and affection to organize the jollity of sun-reverence around 
herself.169 The poet calls upon the Bride to ascend to the heavens, to call the stars out of their 
boxes and make a constellation of her likeness. By creating this constellation, if she suddenly 
dies she will not disappear, but will remain always in the heavens. Her command over the 
heavens shows a celestial dominance, an ability to sort out and take what she wishes from the 
celestial objects. With an astronomer’s touch she leaves her mark on the heavens.   
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 After all of this reverence of the bride, the poet calls on the two flames to unite by 
consummating their marriage. At this moment the sun chooses to pause: “But oh, what ails the 
sun, that here he stays, / Longer today, than other days? / Stays he new light from these to get? / 
And finding here such store, is loth to set?”170 In refusing to set, the sun delays their 
consummation and thus the official union of these powerful sun-charmers. Does the sun linger to 
borrow light from these bright phoenixes? Or does he find it unfit to set since there is too much 
light provided by them for night to truly come? The sun is personified and disgraced––
overshadowed by the brilliance of the newlyweds.  
 Curiously, for a moment the poet assigns the bride the role of the sun, and the groom the 
moon. They are momentarily distinct before joining together again, “Here lies a she sun, and a he 
moon here, / She gives the best light to his sphere, / Or each is both, and all and so / They unto 
one another nothing owe…”171 The gender reversal of the typical male sun and female moon 
demonstrates the poet’s imposed supremacy of Lady Elizabeth. Without her light, Count 
Palantine would have no brilliance to reflect––his greatness is but a reflection of hers. Eventually 
the two phoenixes are merged, restoring nature’s order. For a moment there were two suns––now 
there is one: 
                                                      and we  
As satyrs watch the sun’s uprise, will stay  
Waiting, when your eyes opened, let out day, 
Only desired, because your face we see; 
Others near you shall whispering speak,  
And wagers lay, at which side day will break,  
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And win by observing, then, whose hand it is  
That opens first a curtain, hers or his [.]172  
This brief account of multiple suns could be a reference to Pliny’s The Natural History, in which 
he makes account of the observation of multiple suns in the sky for one day, a phenomenon also 
observed by Aristotle.173 The poem ends in wonder at which spouse will bring the sunrise, 
though the time spent dwelling on the bride-phoenix suggests that her face will be that of the sun. 
The natural sun in this poem is discarded, though its replacement does not come from a place of 
ridicule of the sun’s performance. The actant sun is replaced simply because these phoenixes 
shine brighter than him, and his replacement causes no apparent disruption to the world––it is a 
natural replacement of old with the new.  
 
Section V: Conclusion  
 Donne’s representations of the sun are vast and courageous. In an amalgam of Biblical, 
mythological, and astronomical understandings of the sun, Donne creates intricate and thorny 
suns that are never quite the same in any poem. In some poems the sun acts as an unreactive 
source of light and heat, one that follows a model of constancy. The Biblical sun foregrounds a 
kind of expectation guide for the sun, one that demands regulation, though not without curious 
inconsistencies. Whereas inconsistencies with the Biblical sun are redeemed by the implication 
of God’s intervention, the skewed mythological sun acts of its own accord. Pressurization 
between a sun ruled by God’s will, a sun motivated by its own desires, and a sun whose role is 
threatened by the New Philosophy fuels Donne’s sun poetry with extensive opportunities to 
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muddle and distort the sun’s role. Donne’s poems contain a rich spectrum of capricious or 
unideal suns; he explores the decay of the world brought by an inconsistent sun, the ways in 
which the sun manipulates sexual desire, and the importance of the sun’s consistency to the 
wellbeing of mankind.  
Donne’s epistemological interest in the sun continued throughout his life as evidenced by 
Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, a collection of sermons written while in his sickbed. In 
“Meditation IV” Donne maps the world in terms of man. Men spread across the earth such that 
“if those pieces were / extended, and stretched out in Man, as they are in the / world, Man would 
bee the Gyant, and the Worlde the / Dwarfe, the World but the Map, and the Man the World.”174 
As part of this enlargement of man’s importance and proportion, Donne assigns the creatures of 
man’s world to be “our thoughts.”175 These thoughts “reach from East to West, from Earth / to 
Heaven, that doe not onely bestride all the Sea, and / Land, but span the Sunn and Firmament at 
once[.]”176 Though “any one of [his] Creatures, [his] thoughts, is with / the Sunne, and beyond 
the Sunne, overtakes the Sunne, / and overgoes the Sunne in one pace, one steppe, every- / 
where,” the thoughts are still bound to the axes upon which the sun moves through the sky.177 
These thoughts travel East to West, between the heavens and Earth, yet they do not reach beyond 
the sun’s plodded ground. Man can reconstruct what the sun means to him, though this 
recalibration is complicated and interminable, much like an exercise of self-examination. 
“Meditation IV” demonstrates why the question of the sun’s role is vital to Donne. Even when 
aged and bedridden, Donne is still engaged in his lifelong, intensive investigation of the sun and 
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the stakes of its presence; in his formulation, consideration of the sun pushes on the absolute 
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